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i s t h 8 r e s u l t o f m ~ d e ~  

I N A COUNTRY where education is sehwls, and to have SAT scorn that 
supposed to he the premier vehicle lag 200 points hehind those of higher- 

l r y p o l ~  mLzk&--s not to keep up 
for promoting equal opportunity income students. with the ?+king COS@ ofc0hge 

and social mobility, college costs and fi- Aeeording to the congressionally 
nand-aid plicieg still keep too many created Advienry Committee on Stu- 
students from making the transition dent Financial Asistance, only 34 per- 
from bigh school to d e g e .  cent of low-ineome eighth graders go 

To be sure, lack of adequate prepa- on to graduate fmm high school quali- 
ration in elementary and secondary fied for college. For some observers, 
sehwls, and the competition among the story ends there. Greg Forster and 
colleges for the "best" students, play a bia co-authos Jay E Greene, argue in a 
role. Something else is at work, howev- Manhattan Institute working paper 
er, when, accodmg to Thorn88 G. that, by their estimation, there were 
Mortenson, roughly one in two stu- 1,299,000 college-ready kids in the 
dents from families making more than year 2000, while 1,341,000 actually en- 
$90,000 obtain a bachelor's degree by tered college that year. Another recent 
age 24 compared with one in 17 stu- Manhattan Institute paper comes to a 
dents frum families making leas than similar conclusion. Ips0 facto, the pa- 
$35,000 a year. pers deduce, there is no large pool of Statistics. But let's assume that the in- 

At selective colleges and univereities, college-& poor kids being denied stitute's estimates are right and that 
disparities are especially stark At the access to higher education because of the nwnber of college-ready students 
146 mcht selective instituhons, accord- financial n d .  is roughly the w e  as the number of 
ine to a 2004 Centurv Foundation That line of reamnine would be students enmlled. Isn't it mssible that 
sGdy by Anthony I! karnevale and 
Stephen J. Rose, 74 percent of stu- 
dents in 1995 hailed fmm the richest 
socioeconomic quartile and just 3 per- 
cent from the bottom quartile. Put dif- 
ferently, wandering around one of the 
nation's selective campuse8, you are 25 
times as likely to run into a rich stu- 
dent as a poor one. 

news, presumably, to tbe families sit- 
ting amund thowands of kitchen ta- 
bles across the country and concluding 
that their bright children wil l  have to 
forgo a four-year public d e g e  because 
they have no idea how to come up with 
the $3,800 in annual "unmet need." 
That's the sum of college egpeneea be- 
yond the expeded family contribution 

the numbers line up en neatly becaw 
some dumb rich kids are attending col- 
lege, while some smart poor and work- 
ing-class kids are being shut out? 

The r e d  clearly ahows that, 
controlling for ability, low-income stu- 
dents are much less likely to attend 
wllege than high-inmme students. In 
a study conducted by John B. Lee, 78 

So are rich kids 25 times as likely to and student aid that low-inmme fami- percent of students in the lowest eco- 
be born smart as wor kids? No seriow lies face. amordine to the Advieow nomic ouartile and West achieve- 
people believe tha't. Cornmike on s&nt F i n a n d  - ment q ~ e  as m& by 

No doubt low-income students are As~$stane. stan- tests had enmlled in 
less prepared academicaUy than iugh- The Manhattan Institute's calcula- postaemndary education within two 
er-income students: They are more tions are more stringent in defining years, compared with 97 percent of 
likelv to come from edueationallv dis- who is "colleee readv" lhan those used hi&-achwinn students of bkh  socic- . --- . ~ ~~~~~~ ~ ---- . - - - 
advantaged homes, to attend lousy by the ~ a t i o h l  c&ter for Education Continued on Following Page 
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ewnomic sta-ast a 20 percent- 
age-point difference. Moreover, 77 per- 
cent of students from the lowest 
achievement quartii and highest so- 
cioeconomic status attended college in 
the same time frame. 

Put baldly, the dumb, rich kids had 
as much chance of going to college as 
the mart, poor ones. Another study 
found that 48 percent of college-quali- 
fied low-inwme students did not at 
tend a four-year college within two 
yeam of graduation, compared with 17 
percent of high-inmme college-quali- 
fied students. 

T HESE DATA raise &OW ques- 
tions about the role of h c i a l  
need. The inadeauacv of finan- " 

cial aid is the result of mnscious dm-  
sions by policy makers not to keep up 
mth the rising wsts of colles. The 
Pel1 Grant for low- and moderatein- 
come families, for example, usad to 
cover nearly 40 percent of the average 
total mst of attending a fouryear pri- 
vate college, but now m e r s  about 15 
penznt. 

Colleges, too, are to blame, channel- 
mg scarce reaounzs, in order to boost 
their own rankings, toward financial 
a d  for students who have high SAT 
scores and f d e a  that can afford to 
pay for their education 

According to Kenneth E. Redd, di- 
rector of the National Association of 
Student Financial Aid Administrators, 

need-baed grants still make up the 
bulk of grant aid and have increased 
110 percent, from 818.6billion in 1994 
to $39 1-billion in 2004. But merit 
scholarships, given without regard to 
need and tending to benefit the better- 
off, mse at an even faster clip during 
the same period, from $1.2-billion in 
1994 to $7.3-biion in 20- 508. 
percent mcreaee. 

Research by the policy consultant 
Arthur M. Hauptman finds that, at 
many private institutions, students 
fium high-&me families are nearly 
as likely to receive aid as students 
fmm low-income familie~. 
at se1& colleges, another barrier 

also keeps out low-inwme students: an 
admissions system that fails to give 
them a leg up. V i i  all colleges 
elaim to provide an advantage to 
"strivers"?students who have over- 
come tremendous odds to perform 
quite well A student from a low-in- 
come, ainglepamnt family who attend- 
ed mediocre schools and managd to 
do well despite those hardships is gen- 
era& conmdered more meritorious 
than a student who had a comparable 
or even somewhat better d m c  
rewrd but achieved it with private tu- 
tors and all sorts of other advantages. 

In reality, however, the rhetoric 
about providmg affirmative action for 
low-income students tums out to be 
quite hollow. The Century Foundahon 
stndy found that the most selective 
146 nutitutions showed racial prefer- 

ences that essentially triple the wm- 
bind percenw of bl& and Latino 
students to 12'pecent from the 4 per- 
cent that would be a d m i t .  under a 
system considering only grades and 
test mres. But the share of students 
enrolled from the bottom economic 
half is actually slightly lower (almost 
10 nercent) than would be admitted 
under a system of a h i o n s  strictly 
by grades and test mres (12 percent). 
William G. Bowen, outgoing president 
of the Andrew W Mellon Foundation, 
came to a similar c~1elusion in his 
study of 19 highly selective colleges 
and universities. 

Do u n i d t i e s  admit few low-in- 
come students bxause they fear that 
the students will not do well-the 
"nmaration" issue the Manhattan In- 
&tu'te emphasizes? Again according to 
the Century Foundation researchers, 
no: There is a rich supply of highly ca- 
pable low-income studmta who could 
do the work at selective universities. 
The researehers say that at the insti- 
tutions they studied, a system of 
"elass-based aflhmtive action"- 
-ion based on grades and test 
scores with a preference for low-in- 
come studenb-wuld see the number 
of students from the bottom eoonomic 
half rise fium the current 10 percent 
to 38 percent without any decline m 
graduation rates. 

Other d m  have found that 
wen the most elite institutions wuld 
subatant i i  iaerease the number of 

low-income students without sacrific- 
ing 4 t y .  

None of this is meant to minimize 
the enormous issue of preparation. On 
one level, consewatives are right to 
argue that K-12 reform is the key to 
unproving college amess for di5advan- 
taged p u p .  But we shouldn't hold 
our breath for elementary and second- 
ary education to provide genuine equal 
opportunity any time soon. The pmb- 
lem with the "6x K-12" approach is 
that it starts a cascade of blame shiR 
mg. H&er education blames K-12; K- 
12 blame8 its fail- on Low-income 
families and inadequate preschool edu- 
cation. Pretty soon, we're all left fo- 
cusing on the pregnant mother's 
womb. 

By all means, let's work toward ade- 
quate nutrihon and education for 
pregnant mothers, and good preschool 
and K-12 system6 tw. But inequality 
in higher education is more complicat- 
ed than the issue of preparation alone, 
and colleges and policy makers have 
crucial mles to play in pmding  a leg 
up to low-income students in admi* 
sions and ensuring suffcient hancial 
aid. To sav the n ~ b l e m  is not at all 
about money is just as silly as to say 
it's only about money. 
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